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When the people of Midland, Michigan, heard in November 1998 that toxic dust
had been spilled repeatedly at The Dow Chemical Company's plant there, concern
and confusion followed. While the chemical giant kept largely silent, rumors
spread about the chemicals contained in the dust and what effect they might
have on humans and the environment. Some environmentalists accused Dow of
trying to hide or understate its pollution problems.
In the year that followed, Dow changed its stance, allowing environmentalists
to take a firsthand look at many of its Midland processes and suggest ways to cut
toxic emissions. The result of that
cooperative effort has been a 43% C
reduction in the chemicals released
into the air and water by the Midland
plant-waste reductions that are saving Dow over $5 million a year.
Such incidents have caused many within the chemical industry to conclude
that transparency is often a better policy than secrecy. The Chemical
Manufacturers Association (CMA), the trade group that represents over 90% of
this country's chemical manufacturing capacity, is now urging all its members to
give the public a window into their processes by utilizing the Internet.
In August 1999, the CMA launched its ChemicalGuide Web site at
http:llwww.chemicalguide.coml as a place where the public can turn for basic
health, safety, and environmental information about chemical manufacturing
facilities in their towns. The Web site is part of the CMA's Responsible Care pro-
gram. More information about the CMA and Responsible Care is found on the
ChemicalGuide home page.
The Plant Locator link is the entrance into the heart of the ChemicalGuide site.
On this page, visitors can search for a facility either by company name and
address or by clicking on the interactive maps found under the Search by Map
link. A search for manufacturing facilities in Midland, for example, yields a link to
information on the Dow plant there. Following the link for any of the individual
facilities listed on the CMA site brings visitors to a basic description of what that
plant manufactures. Contact information for some plant employees is also fre-
quently provided here.
Links found on each facility's page take visitors to information on the health,
safety, and environmental programs at that plant. The Performance link leads to a
page about the facility's record for reducing emissions, while the Public Safety link
leads to descriptions of the facility's emergency response and risk management
plans. At the bottom of the Plant Locator page, clicking on the small world map
takes visitors to a similar search page for facilities outside the United States.
"The primary audience for ChemicalGuide.com is people living in [chemical]
plant communities," says Jim Solyst, leader of the CMA's Information
Management and Right-to-Know Team. To increase communication between
these people and their chemical industry neighbors, ChemicalGuide provides the
Getting Involved page. This page provides a form for making suggestions to the
CMA and offers links to local groups that have organized to address concerns
about plants in their communities.
Eventually, the CMA plans to list all of the approximately 1,000 manufac-
turing facilities of its 191 member companies on the site. Currently, however,
only a quarter of these facilities are listed and information is incomplete for
many of them. Also, while the site is a good place to access basic, nontechni-
cal information about the safety of chemical manufacturing facilities, few
specifics are provided. For example, while the Performance page for each
facility describes that plant's progress in reducing total emissions, details con-
cerning what chemicals are being released and what their health effects may
be are often missing. For now, people searching for this type of information
will probably want to check other data sources as well, such as the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency's Toxic Releases Query Form Web site,
located at http://www.epa.gov/enviro/html/tris/tris-query.html.
-Christopher G. Reuther
The Beat
Tighter Release Regs
On 1 January 2000, U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency regulations went into effectthatchange
reporting requirementsforcompaniesthat useat
least 100 pounds a year of any of 27 persistent
bioaccumulative toxicants including dioxin.
Because these toxicants bioaccumulate rather
than break down once they enter the envir-
onment, even verysmall releases ofthem could
eventually lead to serious negative effects on
human and environmental health.
Critics charge that such reports may un-
necessarily alarm the public because they do
not require reporting ofthe toxicity of the
substances released, just the amount.
Gas Stoves May Increase
Asthma Attacks
Studies by researchers atthe University of
California at San Francisco have determined that
frequent use ofgas cooking stoves by asthma
sufferers increasestheir
chances ofserious
asthma attacks.
Focusing on the
asthma-related emer-
gency room visits of
more than 500 adult
asthma patients, the
research team found
that those who used a
gas cooking stove seven or more times per
week had double the rate of such visits
compared to those who used this type of stove
less frequently or not at all.
The researchers theorize thatthe increase in
asthma attacks may be due to nitrogen dioxide
released bythe gas stoveswhile they are in use.
Friendly Fire
Focusing on the 700 million bulletsfired annually
at its 3,000firing ranges nationwide, the U.S.
Army's environmental research headquarters at
the Picatinny Arsenal in New Jersey has
developed a two-step plan to reduce the amount
of lead found in firing range soils.
The RangeSafe program uses a new re-
mediation method in which soil isfloated in
columns ofwater, allowing the lead to sink and
becaptured. Lead-absorbing plants are used to
remove the remaining lead from the soil. The
plants arethen processed to remove the lead for
use in batteries.
To prevent more lead from accumulating in
the soil atthe firing ranges, the second part of
the Army's plan involvesthe development of a
"green bullet" made ofthe inert metal tungsten.
An Army spokesman saysthese newtechnologies
are part ofthe Army's Range 21 initiative to
improve the environmental quality of itstraining
and testing sites.
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